This quotation is taken from Morrison's acceptance speech for the National Book Foundation's Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters in 1996. As such, Morrison focuses on the dangers, the necessities, and the pleasures of the reading/writing life in the late twentieth century. For her, the dangers are captured in two anecdotes. In one, it is the danger that, in her words, "our busied-up, education-ashorse-race, trophy-driven culture poses even to the entitled." In the second, she teases out "the physical danger to writing suffered by persons with enviable educations who live in countries where the practice of modern art is illegal and subject to official vigilantism and murder."
--Toni Morrison, The Dancing Mind
This quotation is taken from Morrison's acceptance speech for the National Book Foundation's Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters in 1996. As such, Morrison focuses on the dangers, the necessities, and the pleasures of the reading/writing life in the late twentieth century. For her, the dangers are captured in two anecdotes. In one, it is the danger that, in her words, "our busied-up, education-ashorse-race, trophy-driven culture poses even to the entitled." In the second, she teases out "the physical danger to writing suffered by persons with enviable educations who live in countries where the practice of modern art is illegal and subject to official vigilantism and murder."
It is in the dancing mind that many of us meet each other more often than not. It is in the books and essays and lectures and papers that those of us who are not womanists most often meet us those of us who are womanists for the first, if not the only time and way. It is in this dancing mind-where we tease through the possibilities and the realities, the hopes, the dreams, the nightmares, the terrors, the critique, the analysis, the plea, the witness-that womanist work is done in the academy, in the classroom, in the religious gatherings of our various communities, in those quiet and not so quiet times in which we try to reflect on the ways in which we know and see and feel and do.
This womanist dancing mind is more than my attempt to make sense of the worlds surrounding us-sometimes enveloping us, sometimes smothering us, sometimes holding us, sometimes birthing us. It is more than my desire to reconfigure the world and then invite others to come and inspect the textures, the colors, the patterns, the shapes, the sizes of this new order, this new set of promises.
No, the womanist dancing mind is one that comes from a particular community of communities yearning for a common fire banked by the billows of justice and hope. As such, this particularity marks us with indelible ink. My task is to explore the twists and turns of the communities from which we spring and have our very life and breath. It is to be very particular about the particular-and explore the vastness of it.
The womanist dancing mind-the one that weaves in and out of Africa, the Caribbean, Brazil, the United States (South, North, East, and West); the Christian, the Jewish, the Muslim, the Candomblé, the Santeria, the Vodun, the Native American, the caste of color, the sexuality, the sexual orientation, the socioeconomic class, the age, the body image, the environment, the pedagogies, the academy-has before it an enormous intracommunal task. One in which we are trying to understand the assortments of African American life. If I do this task well, I will realize the ways in which Black life is not my life alone, but a compendium of conscious and unconscious coalitions with others whose lives are not lived solely in the Black face of United States life. This is an important quest for this discussion of evil. I argue that a key way to understand the arithmetic of misery that evil invokes and provokes is to concentrate on particularities rather than universals. In this womanist dancing mind, the expansiveness of womanist ethics must be the absolutely last methodological consideration. I am interested in exploring the depths of African American life-female and male. For it is in exploring these depths, in taking seriously my particularity-not as a form of essentialism, but as epistemologywhere I can meet and greet others for we are intricately and intimately interwoven in our postmodern culture.
